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SOME PHYSICAL ASPECTS OF CHRIST'S 
SECOND COMING 



ALFRED WILLIAMS ANTHONY, D.D., LL.D. 
Executive Secretary of the Home Missions Council, New York City 



The imagination of devout Christians 
delights to dwell upon the physical 
aspects of Christ's return, of seeing him 
in the flesh, of touching, not "the hem 
of his garment " only, but his hands and 
his feet, of hearing the accents of his 
gentle voice, and of looking into the 
mysterious depths of his loving eyes. 

But this is not all. It is not so simple 
as this. The imagination, which antici- 
pates the Christ in these realistic ways, 
should also, with an equal realism, 
undertake to discover all that is involved 
in his physical presence, if he comes 
again. 

Others have approached this subject 
in various ways — through the testimony 
of the Scriptures, with reference to 
prophecy, to the words of Jesus, to the 
writings of the apostles, and the expec- 
tations of the church; they have 
examined the apocalyptic conceptions of 
the Jews before Christ and at his time 
and the bearing of these conceptions 
upon Christian thought; and they have 
considered the whole trend of history 
and the meaning and methods of revela- 
tion, with honest endeavor to know the 
mind and thought of Jesus and the 
time and manner of "his coming" 
that they might be prepared and might 
help others to be prepared for his coming. 

Here, however, an attempt is made 
simply to see the meaning of the event 
in physical terms with reference to the 
body of Jesus. This limited task is 



set, because it has been put before small 
classes of students many times and has 
been proved to be one of the most 
easily understood ways of obtaining a 
sane and sensible view of what is 
involved in the "coming" of Jesus 
again to earth. 

We must ask several questions: 

i. Did Jesus have an actual physical 
body before his crucifixion ? 

Most people will think this question 
is unnecessary, so convinced are they 
of the real presence of Jesus among 
men in Palestine nineteen hundred 
years ago. And yet there have been 
a few persons, who have so magnified 
the spiritual life of Jesus as to regard 
his appearance in the flesh as an appear- 
ance only. I do not think that any who 
read these words are of this class. If, 
however, there are any, they can easily 
be referred to exhaustive studies which 
prove the actual historic reality of the 
person of Jesus, as real in history as is 
Christopher Columbus, or George Wash- 
ington. 

I think we can make this our starting- 
point, that Jesus was among men in a 
real body, that he was born with a body 
of flesh, that he grew up as a real boy 
and became a real man, and had flesh, 
which if pinched, or handled, felt like 
any and all real flesh of a real person. 

2. The second question follows natur- 
ally, Did Jesus have an actual physical 
body after his resurrection ? 
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An answer to this question is not 
given with the same unanimity as is 
the answer to the former question. 
The evidence is not so clear, There is 
evidence both ways. Let us group the 
evidence according to its bearing upon 
the question. 

a) Passages of Scripture which indi- 
cate that the body of Jesus was an 
actual physical body after the resurrec- 
tion such as it was before the resurrec- 
tion: They "held him by the feet" 
(Matt. 28:9); He "sat at meat" 
(Luke 24:30); He said, "Behold my 
hands and my feet, that it is I myself: 
handle me, and see; for a spirit hath 
not flesh and bones, as ye see me have" 
(Luke 24:39); He ate broiled fish and 
honeycomb (Luke 24:42, 43); He 
showed his hands and his side (John 
20:20), which Thomas, presumably, 
touched (John 20:27) for Thomas after 
a physical examination, upon making 
which he had insisted, was satisfied; 
He dined (John 21 : 12, 15); "He showed 
himself alive after his passion by many 
infallible proofs" (Acts 1:3). 

These passages, with the accompany- 
ing descriptive accounts of his meeting 
and dealing with many men and women 
seem very plain; and yet the follow- 
ing are deemed by some students to 
carry a different meaning. 

b) "He appeared in another form" 
(Mark 16:12) [but Luke (24:16) says 
of this incident that 'their eyes were 
holden that they should not know 
him"]; "touch me not" (John 20:17); 
"when the doors were shut" he ap- 
peared and some have assumed that it 
was in an unreal manner; as he stood 
on the shore of the sea he was not 
recognized by his disciples (John 21:4); 



" a cloud received him out of their sight " 
(Acts 1:9); and Paul, in reciting the 
appearances of Jesus, says, "And last 
of all he was seen of me" (I Cor. 15:8), 
when Paul's vision was probably spirit- 
ual, rather than physical. 

What can be said of these two groups 
of passages, apparently contradictory? 
I think at least this must be said: 
That the second group can be explained 
in harmony with the first group, while 
the first group is too explicit and definite 
to be brought into line with what might 
be the meaning of the second group, if 
it stood alone. A real body may appear 
"in another form," as happens every 
day, when persons, perfectly familiar, 
at first sight, or even after careful 
scrutiny, are not recognized, especially 
when doubt, or amazement, or perplex- 
ity engage the attention of the observers. 
A familiar form can enter a room in 
the company of ten or eleven others and 
be unperceived until after the doors are 
closed, particularly when clad, as in the 
eastern custom, with the head and 
shoulders wrapped about with a shawl- 
like garment. A cloud can receive a 
real body out of sight, when the cloud, 
like a mist, or a fog, touches a hilltop, 
or rolls along a valley. And Paul may 
place a vision, which to him was con- 
vincing and transforming, though spirit- 
ual, in a list of appearances, which to 
others were convincing and transform- 
ing, because they were physical. 

The empty tomb, if it received a real 
body at the burial, gives testimony to 
the resurrection of a real body (Luke 

24:3)- 

3. Then the next question arises: 
Did Jesus have an actual physical body 
at the time of his ascension ? 
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The account of the ascension is 
meager: "He was parted from them, 
and carried up into heaven" (Luke 
24:51); "he was taken up; and a cloud 
received him out of their sight" (Acts 

1:9). 

From this account most people con- 
clude that the physical body of Jesus 
moved upward into the clouds, as a 
balloon ascends. If this conception be 
correct, then there follow these con- 
clusions: 

a) The physical body did not obey 
the physical law of gravitation, either 
(1) because at that point it ceased to 
be physical, or (2) because it had given 
to it a supernatural power which over- 
came physical force. Conjectures here 
alone are possible, and either alternative 
is possible as a conjecture. But, if at 
this point conjectures must be resorted 
to, because of the lack of knowledge, 
another conjecture is possible, namely, 
that the upward movement of the body 
was a movement up the hillside to the 
top of the Mount of Olives, where a 
cloud, resting upon the hilltop, received 
him out of their sight. If this were the 
case, then the physical body, being of the 
earth, and having served its purposes 
upon the earth, would remain upon the 
earth and, as in the case of the body 
of Moses, the place of its burial no 
man would know. 

b) The second conclusion from the 
conception that the physical body moved 
upward from the earth, as a balloon 
ascends, carries alternatives: (1) either 
the body disintegrated in the upper air 
and returned to its chemical elements, 
or (2) it remains in its physical substance 
and form somewhere in the upper spaces. 
In this last-named condition conjecture 



may say — for we have no knowledge — 
it may be (a) suspended in space, as a 
star, or invisible, or (b) it may have 
joined some other planet. But reason 
at once asks, What good purposes could 
the physical body of Jesus, which was 
fitted to conditions upon this earth, 
serve in other planets, where physical 
conditions are altogether different? 
Would it not be within the province of 
divine economy to create a new body, if 
needed, or desired, out of the elements 
of another planet, as this body was 
created out of the elements of this 
planet ? And what good purposes could 
the body of Jesus accomplish, anywhere 
in space, either entire as a body, or 
scattered in its elements, after it has 
served the purposes for which it was 
created here upon this earth ? 

Neither reason nor conjecture can 
find good answers to these inquiries, 
and concerning them revelation is silent. 

The words of the angels at the time 
of his ascension are often cited as 
evidence of the manner in which he 
will return: "And while they looked 
stedfastly toward heaven as he went 
up, behold, two men stood by them in 
white apparel; which also said, Ye men 
of Galilee, why stand ye gazing up into 
heaven ? this same Jesus, which is taken 
up from you into heaven, shall so come 
in like manner as ye have seen him go 
into heaven" (Acts 1:10, n). 

The words which are rendered " so .... 
in like manner" are not a common ex- 
pression in the New Testament. They 
occur only in four other places, besides 
this one in Acts. Where Jesus laments 
over Jerusalem (Matt. 23:37 and Luke 
13:34) this same peculiar adverbial 
phrase is used, but is rendered "even as," 
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or "as," ''as a hen doth gather her 
brood under her wings, and ye would 
not!" In these places the manner is 
not intended to be described as identi- 
cal in physical form. Jesus does not 
mean to say that he would squat down, 
in all literalness, as a hen does, and 
gather beneath outspread wings the 
people of the city. He is rather de- 
scribing his solicitude for the inhabitants 
of the city and his desire and anxiety 
to give them salvation and safety. 

Similarly, in Stephen's sermon, where 
Stephen is quoting the cry of an 
Israelite to Moses, " Wilt thou kill me, as 
thou diddest the Egyptian yesterday ? " 
(Acts 7:28), the Greek adverbial ex- 
pression is the same, which is rendered 
here by the one word "as." This com- 
parison is not one of identity. It is of 
no moment to the Israelite whether 
Moses slew the Egyptian with a rock, or a 
club, or a sword, or strangled him, or 
suffocated him in the sand. The com- 
parison is one of fact, rather than of 
manner. "Wilt thou as certainly kill 
me, as thou didst the Egyptian ? " is the 
Israelite's cry. 

Then in II Timothy (3 : 8) is the verse 
which contains the peculiar expression, 
now rendered "as," "Now as Jannes 
and Jambres withstood Moses, so do 
these also resist the truth." No one 
knows how Jannes and Jambres with- 
stood Moses, and the question of manner 
is not now at least involved. Again it 
is a mere comparison of fact, rather 
than manner. 

The expression in the account of the 
ascension might have been rendered, as 
it is in these other places, to indicate a 
comparison as to fact rather than 
manner, and then the passage would 



mean, that as surely as Jesus had gone 
away, so surely would he come again, 
without stressing the manner of his 
coming. 

4. Then a fourth question presents 
itself: What good purposes can a 
physical body for Christ ever again 
serve ? 

a) A physical body necessitates limita- 
tion. The incarnation involved limi- 
tation. Paul says of the incarnation 
that Jesus " emptied himself " (Phil. 2 : 7) 
and speaks of his becoming "poor" for 
our sakes (II Cor. 8:9). Certainly, 
when Jesus was in the physical body, 
his omnipresence was destroyed; he was 
not then in all places at once, but went 
from place to place, about Galilee and 
Judea, and men had to be where he 
was in order to see him, even climbing 
trees and coming down through roofs, 
and going journeys. Undoubtedly by 
his incarnation Jesus limited his omnipo- 
tence; at least he did not use it all 
of the time, and did not depend upon 
it, nor use it for himself either to take 
away hunger, or to avoid weakness and 
weariness, or to escape suffering and 
death. Although we do not know " the 
mind of Jesus," yet we look into it once 
at least, when he confesses ignorance 
and shows a limitation in knowledge, 
for he said, when asked about the end 
of all things, "But of that day and that 
hour knoweth no man, no, not the 
angels which are in heaven, neither the 
Son, but the Father" (Mark 13:32). 
At other times he asks questions of men, 
and particularly in prayer shows a 
dependence upon God for wisdom and 
help in ways which to him seem not to 
have been plain. The apostle who 
wrote the epistle to the Hebrews speaks 
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of Jesus as "touched with the feeling of 
our infirmities" and "in all points 
tempted like as we are" (4:15). 

b) A physical body necessitates locali- 
zation. When he was on earth before, 
he dwelt in Palestine. If he comes again 
in the flesh, where will he appear? A 
group of colonists have lived in Jerusalem 
many years awaiting his coming there. 
Some of his devout followers fixed upon 
a hilltop in Maine, which they called 
Shiloh. Any man, or any group of men, 
may select a site! But will Jesus come 
there ? 

A physical body occupies a definite 
amount of space — usually it is about six 
feet tall, perhaps two feet wide, and 
possibly twelve or fifteen inches thick; 
it may weigh from one hundred and 
twenty-five pounds to two hundred 
pounds; it may weigh less, it may 
weigh more; but, whatever its size and 
weight, it has certain definite space 
relations. This is a part of what is 
meant by being a physical body. Where 
will these space relations be, if Jesus 
comes again in the flesh, and who will be 
in contact with them ? 

If he comes in the clouds, not many 
men can see him, for the unaided eye 
cannot see far into the atmosphere, 
even when there are no clouds, and few 
men can use a powerful telescope. 
Surely astronomers are not to be favored 
above other men ! There is no assembly 
hall, no plain nor hillside, no amphi- 
theater, natural or man-made, which 
will permit many more than a few hun- 
dreds or a few thousands of people to see 
and hear a single man, at a given time. 

Will he then move from place to place 
— wherever the faithful may be found ? 
But this would involve a vast itinerary, 



unlike anything which he followed while 
on earth before, for his followers are 
in every continent, and in every part 
of every continent, from the North Pole 
to the South Pole, and the whole earth 
around; and a vast itinerary, even with 
modern conveyances — express trains, 
automobiles, flying machines, ocean 
grayhounds — requires a large amount of 
time, reaching beyond the length of 
months, even into the years and many 
years, to meet all of his disciples, who 
love him, who serve him, who await his 
coming. 

c) Obviously then a physical body 
necessitates a new propaganda. Those 
who saw him first would tell others, and 
those who had not seen him would 
require proof; and then arguments 
would begin, and doubts would arise, 
and denials would be made, which 
would be met by affirmations. False 
Christs have arisen all through the 
centuries. Who would now believe on 
the first enthusiastic assertion of a 
pious convert? The dial of the cen- 
turies would be turned back nineteen 
hundred years to the first century. A 
new church would be founded, new 
heresies would be proclaimed, and would 
be combated, new epistles would be 
written by new apostles, and new gospels 
would be penned by new evangelists, 
and the task of trying to convince the 
world that he is the Christ and that he 
has come in the flesh would need to be 
initiated and carried on all over again! 

Is it probable that the Christ means 
to put the world to this needless repe- 
tition of its tutelage ? 

5. And one fifth, awful question 
obtrudes itself: Suppose, if he came in 
the flesh, he did not come in such form 
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as to be recognizable by us who have 
known him only in the spirit? If he 
came other than he was, how should we 
know that he was the same that he was ? 
And, if he came just as he was, how 
should we, who have never seen him 
in the flesh, recognize him ? 

Would he be of the oriental, or of the 
occidental type? Would he seek now 
to "restore the kingdom to Israel"? 
Whom would he resemble now, Jews or 
Anglo-Saxons, Africans or Asiatics, Aus- 
tralians or Americans ? Would he wear 
eastern clothing or New York styles? 
Would he have on ecclesiastical gar- 
ments, or "secular" suits? Would he 
prefer one church to all others? Or 
might he repudiate all churches? 

Over against all of these vague and 
perplexing uncertainties Jesus set many 
plain assurances upon which faith may 
firmly rest: "I will not leave you as 
orphans: I will come to you" (John 
14:18); "Where two or three are 
gathered together in my name, there 
am I in the midst of them" (Matt. 
18:20); "Lo, I am with you alway, 



even unto the end of the world" (Matt. 
28:20). 

The apostle Paul grew in knowledge, 
as well as in grace, between the time of 
writing his earlier epistles and his later 
epistles. When he wrote to the Thessa- 
lonians, he was looking for a speedy 
appearance in the clouds; but when he 
wrote to the Corinthians, the Galatians, 
to the Ephesians and the Colossians, 
Christ was then to him a spiritual 
presence. To the Galatians he exclaims, 
"I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in 
me" (2:20). In his letters to the 
Ephesians and the Colossians, in which 
he dwells most upon the person of 
Christ, he describes him as spiritually 
present in the world, "in whom all 
things consist," and as the head of the 
church, in which all parts fitly joined 
together, from the least unto the 
greatest, in spiritual union. 

The spiritual presence of Jesus has 
been realized by the spiritually minded 
all through the ages. He is "coming" 
more and more as men better know him 
and more widely extend his kingdom 
throughout all of the earth. 



